Why Play Therapy?

Play is a natural and spontaneous part of children’s lives. Play not only is fun for kids but allows for learning.  Children can rehearse new skills, learn about social rules and the difference between fantasy and reality.  Therapists use play in therapy for many reasons including: 1) it builds healthy development, 2) it promotes a positive rapport between the therapist and child, and 3) it is a forum that allows the child to communicate their difficulties in a way that feels safe for them because it provides a psychological distance from their problems which allows them to express their true thoughts and feelings at their own developmental level.

By the time a child is brought to therapy chances are that they have already have used up all of their own options for solving the problem on their own and simply do not know what to do.  At this point the child may be acting out at home, with friends or at school.  Play therapy allows a trained therapist to assist the child in coping so that the child can change the way they think and feel and resolve their problems.  

Research supports the effectiveness of play therapy with children experiencing a wide variety of social, emotional, behavioral and learning problems including: post-traumatic stress, conduct disorder, aggression, anxiety/fearfulness, depression, ADHD, impulsivity, low self-esteem, reading difficulties, and social withdrawal.   It has also been used to treat problems related to life stress such as divorce, death, relocation, hospitalization, chronic illness, physical and sexual abuse, domestic violence, and natural disasters.  Studies suggests that on average it takes approximately 20 sessions in play therapy to resolve the typical problems of a child in treatment.  However, some children improve at much faster rates and others may take longer.  

The practice of play therapy requires training and experience.  A play therapist is first a trained mental health professional with at least a master’s level degree in psychology, social work, counseling, or a related field.  It is also advisable that the therapist hold a license consistent with their degree.  With advanced experience, training, and supervision, a mental health provider may also become a Registered Play Therapist (RPT) or Registered Play Therapist-Supervisor (RPT-S).  For more information regarding play therapy or if you wish to find a play therapist in your area visit the Association for Play therapy web page at www.A4pt.org.
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